Population growth and its distribution, along with the availability of social and other services, have the potential to significantly affect the health and wellbeing of communities, both existing and new. 1,2 A holistic approach to planning for population growth is required that incorporates an assessment of impacts on health and wellbeing, as well as on the environment and economy. 3 One process that investigates these impacts is social impact assessment.
people, has the potential to influence the health and social wellbeing of the community and the equitable access to and distribution of services across the region. The Hunter Regional Coordination Management Group, in collaboration with the NSW Premier's Department and Hunter New England Health, identified the need for a whole of government or multi-agency response to the draft strategy and consequently formed the social impact assessment Working Group to coordinate this response.
A social impact assessment provides the framework within which predictions can be made regarding the potential positive and negative impacts of a proposal while it is at the planning stage, to both maximise desired outcomes and minimise the costs or losses to communities. 4 The Working Group agreed that it was important to consider the social and health impacts of the strategy by conducting a social impact assessment.
Currently, within the Hunter region people experience varying levels of vulnerability. 5 The Working Group defined a vulnerable population as a subgroup of the overall population that is at higher risk of problem(s) that could be defined by age, gender, ethnicity or health status. To ensure that further vulnerabilities were not created by the strategy, and given that vulnerability is distributed inequitably across the Hunter region, the Working Group agreed that the assessment would have an equity focus. The aims of the social impact assessment were to: (1) assess levels of existing social vulnerability and access to services within the geographical sites identified by the strategy and (2) make recommendations based on the assessment of the appropriateness of proposed growth areas.
Equity was systematically addressed within the social impact assessment process by the use of an 'equity lens '. 6 This enabled the Working Group to assess whether the impact of increasing population in the proposed development areas would have a positive, negative or neutral impact on the wellbeing of the proposed communities, and if there would be a beneficial impact on wellbeing from the proposed population growth. In order to apply the 'equity lens' when deciding if the impact of implementing the strategy, whether negative or positive, was fair and just, the Working Group established a set of criteria which asked:
• Are we creating vulnerable communities?
• Are we increasing vulnerability?
• Are we re-allocating vulnerabilities?
For ease of analysis and to ensure that the recommendations were practical, the 35 sites were clustered to 17 sites. A social vulnerability profile was created for each site to identify the impacts of the proposed population growth. This profile was based on a set of indicators that reflected the social determinants of health and well being (Table 1) . These indicators were supplied by each agency participating in the Working Group and were based on their established links to social wellbeing and whether they were measurable at a collector district level. For each indicator a literature review established the evidence providing the link between the indicator and the effect on social wellbeing (see Table 1 ). These indicators were plotted for each of the 17 aggregate geographical sites to create a vulnerability profile. A consensus process was used by the Working Group to categorise the social vulnerability of the sites.
In addition to the social vulnerability profile, each agency represented within the Working Group was then asked to individually review the identified impacts for the 17 sites and comment on the findings according to each site's: (a) current level of social vulnerability, (b) current service capacity and (c) potential service capacity in the context of the proposed population growth.
The assessments of service capacity and the outcomes of the vulnerability assessment formed the basis of recommendations to the Hunter Department of Planning. The recommendations were framed to answer the question: 'What would need to occur for the area to accommodate the proposed population growth?' The results of the social impact assessment were submitted to the Hunter Department of Planning on behalf of the Hunter Regional Coordination Management Group, as a submission during the phase inviting public comment.
The recommendations were:
• strategic directions to be used to underpin regional planning in the Lower Hunter
• changes to infrastructure within vulnerable sites for the area to accommodate the proposed population growth • ongoing monitoring of social vulnerability levels.
Feedback from the Hunter Department of Planning indicated that these recommendations were considered in the development of the final strategy.
The social impact assessment was a valuable tool to facilitate a whole of government approach to population and infrastructure planning and provide support to decisionmakers in considering the potential consequences of their decisions. This social impact assessment also illustrates how equity can be systematically addressed within the process of impact assessment and provides practitioners with a practical example of how equity considerations can influence decision-makers. 
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